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The Relevance of Our Heritage
by JOHANNES KNUDSEN
Are the traditional fellowship values of the American
Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, of Grand View
College and the Folk Schools, viable today? This is the most
important question facing us as a group, and it is expressed
in our theme through the term "relevance." We must therefore ask what relevance means. According to the dictionary
it means that something is "lifted up again" or that it "bears
upon the matter at hand." When this definition is applied to
personal or group values, it means that these values continue
to be alive and important or that they are lifted out of forgetfulness or obscurity to become vital and vibrant in the
current situation. As we think of spiritual values, relevance
is undoubtedly best expressed in practical or functional
ways. It is better to be alive than to think about being alive.
Analysis and specification become necessary only when
relevance is imperiled, as it may be through controversy,
misuse or lack of use. As an example, the marital bond
between a man and a woman needs no analysis when it is
sound and strong. The time for considering relevance comes
when the bond is weakened.
There are many examples that our heritage is functionally strong and vibrant among the descendants of Danish
immigrants in our country. These examples are evident in
the lives of thousands of citizens who go about their daily
task with purpose and integrity, participating in a life which
is "tuned to that above, alert to man's God-granted gift of
living." They are evident in the genuine and active participation in the worship of the church with its song, its confession
of faith and its sacraments. They are evident in the careers of
significant number of women and men who have entered
public life in church and society and have contributed to the
growth and fruition of community values. They are evident
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in the academic world where teachers and counselors have
guided and inspired countless younger women and men.
They have been evident in the shaping of our church where
the constitution and even the confession bear marks of a
vital heritage. One might even say that they are evident in a
negative fashion, as many individuals and church groups
resist the violation of their tradition by over-zealous
moralists and institutional disciplinarians. In a very
important sense we need not tell these people what they are
doing. They know; they feel it "in their bones," for the
heritage is vital and vibrant.
The heritage is threatened, however. It is threatened by
(1) erosion, by forgetfulness and by indifference, especially
when those who possess it fail to transfer it to their children.
It is threatened by (2) superficiality, commercialism and
speculation in quaintness. It is threatened by (3) sectarianism, i.e. by the one-sided or distorted emphasis upon single
features taken out of context and applied independently. It is
threatened by superficial interpretations that fail to penetrate
to real issues, to wit, the designation "happy Danes" and
"holy Danes," which does great injustice to both parties. It
is, finally, threatened by the failure of those, who treasure it
and who understand it, to make clear to themselves and
others what it is all about. - In the face of these threats what
can we do? How can we live so that our heritage continues
to "bear upon the matters at hand?" How can we "lift up
again" that which is threatened or forgotten?
Generally speaking, the heritage with which we are concerned, is the accretion of cultural and religious values of a
century-old people with a common character and a common
history of self-preservation and self-expression. Similar
heritages are, as a matter of course, cherished by many
groups in our country. Particularly, we are concerned about
a revitalizing and strengthening of our common life in its
cultural as well as its religious components given us by the
insights and vision of a leading personality of the nineteenth
century, N.F.S. Grundtvig. In a remarkable display of
genius for understanding-in-depth, for clarification by
inspiration, and for visionary proclamation, he renewed,
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corrected and gave dynamic to the life of individuals, of his
nation and of the church. His vision and his insights were
brought to America by immigrants and they flourished
among them. It is the fruits of these that we cherish in a
special way and seek to perpetuate, not only for our own
good but for the good of the future life among us.
The task of understanding and explaining this particular
heritage is not an easy one, for the subject is both vast and
profound with an inter-weaving of many features, each of
which can be singled out only to risk distortion by a
separation from the whole. It is made difficult by the problem of transferring to late twentieth century life ideas and
terms that are more than a century old, and of doing this in
an environment that is far removed from the original. The
task is sensitive and overwhelming, because it is necessary to
impress upon those, who know nothing about it, the
strength and character of a way of living and to do this with
a sense of its vibrant, inner nature. It is even more complicated when those, who are to be informed, have a distorted
or one-sided view of what it is all about. History knows that
the ways of Grundtvig followers have had their share of
distortion and vilification in American life. For many years
they were regarded as heretics among Lutherans; they were
ostracized and even persecuted in early days. What is almost
worse, they have been caricatured and ridiculed by
synodical officials within the past year.
Although it is not easy to tell our story, and although it is
better to live it than to tell it, we must try to tell it, lest it be
forgotten. We start with a movement now almost 150 years
old. It is a revival movement, paralleled by revival movements in other Scandinavian countries attached to the names
of Hauge and Rosenius. There was an awakening of the
Christian spirit in the trail of Grundtvig, sparked by his
inspiring hymns and by his emphasis upon the fellowship of
worship, particularly of the sacraments. It is worth noting in
this connection that Grundtvig refused to sponsor a
separatist movement and that he and his followers remained
loyal to the church-at-large. He regarded the institutional
church as an establishment, supportive of the worship
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fellowship whose real life was in the congregation. The contribution of Grundtvig was more than an inspiration for
revival, however. If we satisfy ourselves with this, we have
damned him with faint praise. He was more than a
revivalist; he was a reformer. He renewed and strengthened
the church in its very essence; he renewed and revitalized the
common life of man.
Grundtvig' s reformation of the church is in continuation
of Luther's reformation, yet it moves several steps beyond
this. It is relieved of the polemics of Luther's age; it remedies
distortions, abuses and fixations that have accumulated since
that time. One of Grundtvig's major works is entitled "Shall
the Lutheran Reformation be Continued" and the answer is a
resounding Yes. The documentation of this reformation and
the need that engendered it are far too comprehensive for
this paper, but let it be postulated that Grundtvig remedied
certain commonly held errors, namely that the life and
nature of the church is determined by institutionalism, by
doctrinalism or by biblicism. This does not mean that
Grundtvig condemned the supportive establishment of the
church. It does not mean that he opposed intellectual interpretation and specification of the faith as an aid in preaching, self-determination and communication. Nor does it
mean that he in any way down-graded or lessened the
significance of scripture. It means that he challenged the
institutional dominance that followed in the wake of the
Reformation. It means that he revolted against the tyranny
of conceptual orthodoxy. It means that he disclosed the
arrogance and self-assumed authority of biblical interpreters, on the right and on the left; those whose work he
called "exegetical papacy."
In contrast to the "isms" Grundtvig found the source and
authority of the Christian life in the Christian fellowship of
worship. It is the continuous life of the church that brings us
the living gospel of Christ. It is the church that has given us
the witness of the New Testament. It is the church, through
its proclamation of the Word and the covenant relationship
of its sacraments, that informs us about the Christian life.
The faith of the church is expressed in its response to God by
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means of a faith-confession which is the covenant of our
baptism. This faith-confession is given words by that ancient
Rule of Faith which was the worship vehicle and the sacramental covenant of the apostolic church. The Apostles'
Creed is not in its essence a doctrinal declaration. It is the
story that we tell. It is the identification of the one in whom
we believe and the means of being identified with him. The
fellowship of Christian worship is the source of Christian life
today, as it was from the beginning, and as it shall continue
to be. In a very significant way this view of the church and
the Christian life will be affirmed at the Baltimore convention of the Lutheran Church in America.
Grundtvig' s concern for the life and the nature of the
church was dominant during the first half of his long career.
In the second half he applied himself to the nature of man
and society. This came after his experience of the vigorous
life of England in the Thirties, and it was directed toward an
affirmation of the worth of man's created life. Again he
corrected accumulated errors. He reacted to the selfcontained sterility of the eighteenth century Enlightenment.
He abandoned Pietism's rejection of the value of our worldly
life. He foresook the rigidity of Orthodoxy's dogmatic
doctrines of sin and fall. He did not reject the reality of sin
and the fall. On the contrary, he acclaimed the nobility and
purpose of creation. Human life is expressed in a dedicated
and joyous participation in human endeavor and in the
inherent obligation to further human activity and development. Human life is not the enemy of the Christian life nor is
it a thing apart from the Christian life. It is, in fact, so
important that it is a prerequisite for the Christian life. Only
when a man fulfills his purpose as a created being can he
fully enter into the life with God and understand its deepest
significance. From this insight Grundtvig launched upon his
effort to create a school that could satisfy man's "deep
longings" and equip him for a creative and useful life in
human society. The result was the famous folk schools, and
the nature of these will be treated in another paper.
We must go further however, than the mention of the
Christian life in the church and the human life in society. We
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must put the two together, if we are to have the full impact
of Grundtvig' s contribution. For we must move beyond the
commonly held supposition in western culture, today and
for the past 1500 years, that there is a separation of the two.
In our western world we live in a dichotomy of the religious
and the secular. We consider them to be different realms; we
move from the one to the other, but we do not put them
together. Grundtvig saw the basic error of this, although it
must be said that this is not adequately fathomed by his
followers. He moved a significant step forward in human
understanding when he pointed out and emphasized the
organic relationship of the fellowship of worship and the
created human life in the world.
This, in very brief survey, is the story of Grundtvig' s
work and views in two vital areas. As an historical account it
has significance for our remembrance of the unfolding of life
in his own people. The significance reached across the oceans
to many parts of the world, and it has been one of the
vitalities of our group fellowship in America. Our problem is
now to tell the story so that it has meaning among us decades
after its flowering among the immigrants. Will the flowering
bear fruit even now? Can we lift it up so that it bears the
matter at hand? Here we run into a problem of words, for
stories are told in words. Can we use the same words now
that were used many years ago? Can we use them in another
setting, in another language? If we use them, will they
convey the same meaning which they had to those who
communicated in nineteenth century Denmark? We are all
aware that meanings change and that even the direct translation between languages, as closely related as Danish and
English, is open to misunderstanding. It is therefore useful to
consider some key words to see what obstacles we have, and
we shall select words that are used in the basic discussion of
church life and human living. What is the word that
Grundtvig used for "man" and what does it mean to him?
What are the words that he and his people used for "church,"
and what does he mean when he talks about "confession?"
Let us take a little time for analysis.
When Grundtvig speaks about "menneske" ("man,"
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"human being") he makes it very clear that he is speaking
about a creature that is different from other living creatures.
(He takes no stand on evolution, for his main writings
antedate Darwin by one or two decades.) For Grundtvig,
man, generically, and not sexually speaking, is a created
being whose chief difference from other creatures lies in his
power of speech, which again is a symbol of the mind. Man
has been given the word. Through the word he realizes himself and communicates with others. He is man, because he is
created by God, and he is fully human; he is "divine experiment" consisting of the dust of the earth and the spirit of
God. Man has a purpose in God and a participation in God,
but he is totally and inclusively a creature of this earth,
sharing the goal, the burden and the destiny of the world.
The divine purpose of life is not an emancipation from and a
denial of the world: it is the fulfillment of an earthly life in
relation to his fellow man and to his endowment, the earth.
Only as he fulfills his human purpose can he fulfill his divine
purpose; only as he fulfiils his divine purpose can he fulfill
his human purpose. The word that Grundtvig uses for man is
his Danish term, "menneske." We translate it by two English
words, "man" and "human being." Each of these has its own
significance and each has its limitation, expressed in obvious
as well as subtle connotations established through years of
ideological and practical use. Neither covers exactly what
the word "menneske" implies in Grundtvig's thought, but
inasmuch as we have no other option, we have to use them.
It behooves us therefore to make clear what we mean when
we translate.
Strongly related to his concern for humanity is
Grundtvig' s concern for community. Man is a corporate
being; only in fellowship does he fulfill his purpose. There
are many types of fellowship in the total scope of man's
existence, but the one which it was natural for Grundtvig to
use is the community of a people, which in Danish is called
"folk," with the adjective "folkelig." To this term there is
admittedly a nationalistic slant. Grundtvig lived in an era
when the European nations were awakened to appreciation
of their country and their people. The Danish people had an
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ancient Nordic heritage, but it also had a growing concern
for its political identity, especially when this concern was
coupled with a liberal turn toward the rule of the people.
"Folk" means people, but it means more than that and it does
not mean at all what the term "people" implies in English. It
also means "folk" in the English use of the word, implying
that there is talk about a down-to-earth community of everyone, from the poorest and the least educated to the most
privileged and sophisticated. In modern American vocabulary, however, the word "folk" implies an unsophisticated,
simplicistic, rustic and even primitive way of life, and this
understanding lies far from the one Grundtvig had. We must
therefore use both terms, "people" and "folk" with caution,
but in this case we do have another term, at least as an
adjective, that may help us out. It is the word "indigenous."
The key to our understanding here comes from a wide
scope, including the time-worn western situation but
particularly evident in the developing countries of the world.
The demand to express religious and cultural values in terms
of native life, and not in terms of the culture of other worlds,
is being raised in Latin America, Africa, Asia, Indonesia,
etc., even as it is being raised among Blacks, Indians,
Chicanos, Hispanic and Oriental groups in our own land.
Many examples can be given, but let us mention two great
names that symbolize and lead the struggle in Latin America,
Dom Helder Camara and Paulo Freire in Brazil. A multitude
of cries comes from African and Oriental peoples that the
church, for instance, become part of and related to the community life of peoples and tribes. The word that covers all
this, and which is held high as a sister concept to freedom, is
"indigenous." Culture and church life must be indigenous to
the life of the community. This, therefore, is a word that
expresses in our day and in our situation what Grundtvig
meant by "folkelig." This is the term that I suggest we utilize
in order to convey his basic ideas.
In regard to the concepts of church life, we are up against
a rigid simplicity in the English language. The word "church"
has to cover a multitude of meanings. This is due in part to
the fact that the word "congregation" has come to indicate a
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local phenomenon. A congregation, in our American way of
talking, is a local community. But the local community is
also a church. "Church" means congregation; it means
building; it means denomination; it means a universal, hierarchical body; it means the universal and historic fellowship
of believing Christians. Which interpretation do we indicate
when we use the word? The result of the proliferation is not
only that we are confused; we fuse meanings. We tend to
identify the entities for which we use the same word. We say
church, when we mean the worshiping community, and we
convey the meaning that we are talking about the institutional church or establishment. We say church, when we
mean the establishment, and we convey the meaning that we
are talking about the worshiping community.
Grundtvig had some of the same problem. The word
"church," or "kirke," can mean several things in Danish. It
can mean a building and its local occupancy; it can mean
denomination and hierarchy; it can mean the universal,
historic church. But the word for "congregation," which in
Danish is "menighed" and which is cognate to the German
word "Gemeinde," is not as confined as in English, where
historic Congregationalism turns it toward the local community. In Danish the term still has a primary meaning related
to the worshiping community, locally and universally. This
has enabled Grundtvig to convey his ideas with less confusion. He distinguished between the worshiping community
and its supportive structure, which he called "establishment," using the English word which he had learned in
England. "Menighed" is the worshiping community, locally
and universally. When he says "den kristne menighed," he
understands what the Nicene Creed calls "one holy, catholic
(universal) and apostolic church."
Finally, something must be said about the word and term
"confession." In the English derivation the word means
"acknowledgment" or "admission." For many people its
primary meaning is thus an admission of guilt or sin. For
many others it is also an acknowledgment in terms of a
statement. The church's confessions are thus regarded as
doctrinal statements. Against these two interpretations there
-50-

can be no argument; they are legitimate. The problem is that
they do not convey all what the Danish language and
Grundtvig mean when they speak about the Christian
confession of faith, which is basic to the understanding of the
church. The word for "confess," which in Danish is
"bekende," can mean an admission of guilt or sin. It can also
mean a doctrinal statement. But it is immediately obvious to
all Danes that it means something importantly other and that
this is the way in which Grundtvig and the Danish church
use it. We can understand this better when we recognize that
the Latin word "confiteor," from which the word "confess"
derives, not only means admission (of guilt) or acknowledgment; it also means that one "reveals himself" or
"identifies himself." The confession of faith, which for
Grundtvig was the participatory and foundational symbol of
the church, is a means of revealing ourselves to God or
identifying ourselves with God, even as he has identified
with us. The confession of faith is a dynamic act of particpation, not just an acknowledgment of opinions.
Having faced some of the semantic problems, we can
make an effort to use the terms. But how? Shall we put them
into a concise, doctrinal statement, or shall we continue to
tell the story? The concise statement has its advantages, but
it also contains a danger. John W. Aldridge puts this well:
"The reduction of a complex perception of life to a theory or
doctrine purporting to explain life leads inevitably to an
impoverishment of both the perception and the doctrine,
whether it is religious, social or political." (Saturday Review
World, March 9, 1974.) On the other hand, if we are not
concise will we not lose comprehension in scope as well as in
depth? The problem is a vexing one. In the long run storytelling is the best means of propagation, but there are
moments when we must concentrate on essentials. The
Committee on Theological Affirmation of the LCA has been
up against this problem even this year. Rather than issuing a
doctrinal statement, yet feeling the need of concentrated
expression, it has chosen a liturgical affirmation. We cannot
create liturgy in relation to our heritage, but we can follow
their example and affirm a positive approach to our subject.
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Such an affirmation will take important things for granted
that are already affirmed in the church to which we belong.
It is based on our confession of faith. It assumes that man is a
mortal creature, fallen in sin and in the need of rescue. What
we emphasize now is the specific remembrance; what we
need for ourselves, and the contribution we wish to bring to
our common culture and our common church life. Thus, I do
not suggest a doctrinal statement; I present a personal
affirmation for consideration by others.
We affirm the dignity and purpose of human existence.
Human life, created by God, is responsibly expressed in
cultural and societal contexts.
We affirm the church as a covenanted fellowship of faith,
created by God's Holy Spirit and living in history. Through
this fellowship we receive God's redemptive Word, and in
the C':'mmunity of worship we respond by participating in
the sacraments and by confessing our faith. The fellowship
of faith is indigenously related to the cultural communities in
which it takes root.
The important thing about an affirmation is that it is
positive; it turns toward something. As you turn toward
something, however, you turn away from something else.
This double motion is expressed in the traditional emphasis
on the use of the renunciation in connection with the confession of the faith. (In this connection we call attention to
the fact that there is a real difference between renunciation
and denunciation.) There are certain views and practices,
even in Lutheran churches, that differ from this affirmation,
and I believe that we must mention them. (1) As a consequence of our affirmation we must hold that the supportive
establishment, which we call church, is not and cannot be
identical with the fellowship of the faith. It is extremely
important as a framework, but it is not the fellowship itself.
(2) We must also hold that the necessary and highly useful
practice of specifying and explaining the faith and life of the
church in doctrines is not and cannot be a source of Christian
life. We do not make Christians by preaching concepts. (3)
Finally, while we affirm that the New Testament is the
inspired record of God's revelation and that it is therefore the
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supreme source of information about God and the supreme
guide to Christian living, it is not the source of Christian life.
That source is found in the witness and the proclamation of
the confessing church. It is the church that has given us the
New Testament as a proclamation of the gospel.
As we turn from the life and character of the church to
the common life of humanity, (4) we must first of all
denounce (and here I use the word advisedly) the gnostic
view that human life is not created by God and that, therefore, it is evil. (5) We must also reject the view that the
human life we receive at birth is abandoned when we receive
the newness of life in Christ. We renounce our evil ways; we
do not renounce our humanity. We must go further,
however, and say that life is one; there is no basic difference
between human living and Christian living. There are different qualities of living, differences between noble living and
wicked living. The Christian faith is an inspiration and
resource for the good life, but there is no "Christian style of
living." There is no Christian superiority. Christians are to
live a life "worthy of the gospel" (Phil. 1:27), but we spell
this out in terms of our human tasks and human responsibilities. Human living is not a handicap for the Christian life;
if anything it is an asset. We must even say that human living
is necessary for the Christian life. Only he who lives an
integrated human life can live an integrated Christian life.
The gift of life at birth as well as the gift of new life in
baptism place upon us a responsibility for an integrated and
productive participation in the common life of our people
and of mankind.
The consequences of our renunciation and affirmation
are immense. They challenge much of America's religious
life, even within the Lutheran church. They challenge us as
individuals and as a group. If we share the affirmation, each
of us must think hard and act positively. We are not to act
by promulgating doctrine but by participation in our
common life. If we do this, there is a possibility - to return
to our definition, that we may make our heritage "bear upon
the matter at hand" or even that we may "lift it up again."
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